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Nebraska ranks high for persons living alone, especially among the elderly in rural areas
A data brief by: David Drozd, Research Coordinator, UNO Center for Public Affairs Research
July 26, 2012
2010 Census efforts to count every person and find the characteristics of every household
provide researchers with an abundance of data. One item census data accurately provide are the
numbers of households that have one resident, a person living alone. Individuals living alone
have become a more common living arrangement over recent decades. Especially for the elderly,
living alone can create challenges that policy makers need to evaluate and potentially address.
The figures show that Nebraska has a relatively high percentage of persons living alone.
Nebraska had the 9th highest percentage of households having one resident at 28.7% in 2010,
which was an increase from 27.6% in 2000. Washington, DC had by far the highest percentage
of residents living alone in 2010 (44.0%). North Dakota ranked second with South Dakota also
ranking in the top 5. Nebraska’s best comparison states of Kansas and Iowa ranked further down
the list at number 23 and 13 respectively. (See table on page 3.)
Regarding counties, plains states have a relatively large portion of their counties that have high
percentages of persons living alone. A U.S. county-based map prepared by the Census Bureau
and shown on page 4 illustrates concentrations of counties with relatively high one-person
households from New Mexico to Minnesota (shaded in dark red). Conversely, one-person
households are not as prevalent in Utah and Southern Idaho, states bordering Mexico, and in
suburban counties surrounding certain metropolitan areas such as Atlanta and Minneapolis.
Page 5 has a similar county map but specifically for those aged 65 and older who live alone.
Plains states are dominated by the category in dark red, representing more than 13 percent of
households being an older person living alone. There are many small concentrations of dark red
(Florida, Western Pennsylvania, Northern Michigan and Wisconsin, etc.) but no states are as red
as those in the plains.
The ranking shows Nebraska had the 13th highest percentage of its households being an older
person living alone in 2010 (10.4%). West Virginia and Pennsylvania were the highest (about
11.5%). Iowa, North Dakota, and South Dakota ranked in the top 10.
So how is it that Nebraska appears nearly entirely dark red on the map but is ranked at 13th?
Recall that over half of Nebraska’s population resides in its largest three counties of Douglas,
Lancaster, and Sarpy. Moreover, nearly 60 percent of the state’s households are in metropolitan
areas. Counties around Omaha, Lincoln, and Sioux City are not in the darkest shade of red,
indicating older persons living alone comprise a smaller share of households in those areas.
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Thus, taking things one step further, the data can be split for only nonmetropolitan counties.
Nebraska is highest among all states in this ranking: 13.3% of nonmetropolitan Nebraska
households are a person aged 65+ living alone. This compares to a U.S. nonmetropolitan area
average of 11.4%. (See table on page 6.) Other Midwestern states dominate the top 10 list on this
ranking: Iowa 2nd, North Dakota 3rd, Illinois 5th, Kansas 6th, Minnesota 7th, and South Dakota 8th.
Florida’s ranking of being 4th highest regarding one-person households in nonmetropolitan areas
seems to fit with the perception of older residents locating there, some as individuals and others
as couples who were later separated by death or divorce.
Other data compiled on the tables shows that among households where the householder (person
filling out the census form) was age 65 or older, about 47 percent in Nebraska live alone. That
figure, whether for all such households in the state or only for the nonmetropolitan areas, ranks
in the top 5 (see pages 2 and/or 6). Hence, among households headed by someone who is age 65
or older, Nebraska has a relatively high proportion that live alone, implying that the state’s need
to give attention to issues and challenges for the elderly living alone is greater than in other
states.
Overall, the conclusion to be drawn is that the prevalence of the older Nebraska population living
alone is quite high when compared to other states, especially in more rural nonmetropolitan
areas. When older persons live alone, especially those who are frail or in greater need, some care
and quality of life issues can arise, namely being able to obtain assistance in critical situations
such as a fall or medical emergency. General housekeeping and simple loneliness can be issues
as people age when living alone. Seniors should be encouraged to take advantage of local
resources and social opportunities, such as participating in programs at local senior and
community centers. Grants to provide older residents with discounted emergency call buttons
could prove beneficial and possibly life-saving.
These issues will take on greater importance as the baby boom generation turns age 65 over the
next 15 years or so. While many will be living with others, some will be living alone. Census
data show that as people live longer, especially men, males age 65+ living alone are becoming an
increasing share of Nebraska households. A benefit of men living longer is that they are couples
with their spouse longer, lowering the number of women age 65 and older living alone slightly.
A graph on page 7 illustrates the changes since 1990. Since older men living alone might have
different needs and attitudes than older women, those who serve the aging might need to adjust
some of the ways they approach and assist their clientele.
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